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[00:01]
TW:

Today is Friday, April 22nd, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Dr. Jagath Kaluarachchi,
Dean of the College of Engineering at Utah State University. This is another oral history
interview for the COVID Collection Project.
Good afternoon, Jagath. So when did you start your career at Utah State University, and what
were the various different positions you've held at the university?

JK:

So I started in 1991 in the College of Engineering at Utah State University. That's in the College
of Engineering. Started as an assistant professor, then became an associate professor with tenure
and then [speaking-unclear] I came in 2000 also. And then I was the division head of water
engineering in the Department of Civil and Environmental Engineering. And then I became the
associate dean, and then I became the senior associate dean. And then simultaneously I was
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holding also the department head position for a couple of years in biological engineering. And
then, you know, after a national search, I began the dean about, I don't know, now these are – I'm
finishing six years now.
TW:

And before the COVID outbreak and subsequent pandemic, what was the College of
Engineering's major initiatives or priorities for the college, let's say the academic year of
2019/2020, before the –

JK:

I mean, as always, you know, research is a top priority for us. We are very research active.

[01:53]
Even at that time the university was R2 status, but we were acting as we were R1 college. And
research and doing cutting-edge research is something that is sort of our mission and priority
when as the dean, and we have very strong areas in electrical and computer engineering, in water
engineering, in space systems. And I want to thrive on that and push those things and start
[speaking-unclear] initiatives to bring, you know, where there is a demand within the state and
also outside the state for an example. But [speaking-unclear] engineering, advanced materials,
and those were the areas that I wanted to start because this is a vacuum here in the state. And so,
I mean, if we started working on it, then, of course, the COVID hit. But then, you know, we're
picking up the momentum soon after that now that – assuming things are okay.
TW:

So if we were to hit the rewind button to March of 2020, maybe even earlier in the year, news out
of China of a pandemic – or of a virus that left the border of China and actually became a
pandemic shortly thereafter and hit the shores of the United States, I'm curious, as a part of the
President Exec Council, what were the decisions and the conversations that were being had in
those early days of March 2020?

JK:

I mean, it's total confusion as far as we are concerned. It's not because at the university level, as a
country, as a world, we were confused.

[03:36]
We are all [speaking-unclear] because I don't think a lot of people in their lifetime have come
across the word "pandemic." And all of a sudden, we hear the word "pandemic" when WHO
declared and also the U.S. government total chaos. We were worried about how we do our
business, which is teaching, knowledge, research. How do we move forward? What's going to
be the economy going to be in the state? Because we are a state institution. When the economy
is not doing good, we get affected. And the global economy, I mean, when I look at the
[speaking-unclear] – I mean, I'm always looking more broader outside my just engineering per se.
You know, those are things, you know, as we all have to feed families and what all this means in
the big picture.
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So there was a total chaos and confusion in my mind. As far as the rest of the college is
concerned, people worried about coming to work and doing, how to be safe and at the same time
[speaking-unclear] and have a living. And so I they all those came into play. So the word – easy
word to describe that is two words: chaos and confusion.
TW:

So President Cockett formed a USU COVID task force in March 13th of 2020. I'm curious about
what the discussions and how the deans were included in the discussions for planning for first
steps in the remainder of that spring 2020 semester.

JK:

I think [speaking-unclear] right from day one. And, you know, basically just like how we were
operating – we are operating right now, the deans responsible to academic units.

[05:22]
And with that chaos and confusion that we had at that time, and I think the president did the right
thing by having a task force. And if you look at how the task force was organized and how the
response duties were allocated, the deans were somewhat shielded from the whole thing, and for a
good reason, because we had to take care of our academic units and also think about the
pandemic and what to do kind of a thing. That would have been a lot of – a big burden on us. So
I think she did it right by getting the different units like risk management, legal, and everybody
else more staff units and let them work and get to know what the pandemic is, what are the
things, resources needed, how we need to address these challenges.
So they had their own subcommittees or subtask committees that were operating day in, day out,
trying to figure out who should be doing what and this to be that. And so we need help to sort of
a waste our time or put our brains and think. And they came up with good, educated decisions on
how to handle not just by their brains, but what CDC is doing, what the state is doing, what the
rest of the world is doing, and they were all [speaking-unclear], qualified and experienced people
in some sense, and they managed to came up with protocols. And we need help to argue about it.
That was not a time to argue. Whether it is a conservative approach or nonconservative approach,
what we want is to work together, so let them think and come up with an approach. We need to
take it and defend it and educate our faculty staff [speaking-unclear].
[07:13]
As a university, this is how we need to move forward. Okay, you might have arguments and
things of that nature, but all we shouldn't be doing that. This is not the time to argue. With even
conservatively approach, let's do it to get over this mess. So we were – so we sort of waited for
instructions from the central, and they did all the thinking, and we just implemented. So that
means the burden was shared very well, and that was a good move on the part of everybody and,
course, the president as well.
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TW:

Speaking of implementing, one of the decisions early on was to shut down for eight days and
move the face-to-face classes to remote the remainder of that spring semester of 2020.

JK:

True.

TW:

Implementation of that in the College of Engineering with your department heads and your
faculty, what did that look like in the College of Engineering?

JK:

I think it went very smooth, very smooth. I mean, you're talking about educated people here.
Okay? People know – need not be educated further on what's a pandemic. Okay? Let's do it.
Because we need to safeguard our own health, and we need to safeguard the health of others who
are with us. So this is the right thing, and people just understood that and people did it. I'm not
saying they did to the – you know, the outcome as far as, you know, learning experiences and all
those are perfect, but at the end of the day, we, you know did it.

[09:00]
And people were very supportive. There were no troublemakers. There were no people trying to
argue about it, make a second guess. Just the gravity of the situation was such that people
understood, and they were just the best – It's not even eight days, it was more like 72-hour
transition, if I remember correct.
TW:

Yeah. And we actually – You understand this. In March of 2020, we didn't know it was going to
be a two-year pandemic.

JK:

No.

TW:

But one of the things that I'm curious about is – and I'm sure in the College of Engineering – I'm
not an engineer – that there are certain elements of course instruction that were hands-on or had a
little element of being in person. Was that as smooth in the transition, or were you able –

JK:

No, no.

TW:

– to accommodate –

JK:

Not at all. Not at all of the smooth in the sense, smooth to the point – I mean – I mean, it went
okay. People were not screaming. People were not angry. Everybody understood the situation.
Does that mean the outcome is always good? No. Okay? We sometimes think, oh, the online
experience was great. No, I totally disagree, because we implemented. We had to. There was no
choices. Both sides, the students as well as faculty as well as staff, understood this is what we
need to do. But the learning outcome, was it good? Definitely not.
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Of course, certain subjects you don't need hands-on. You can do a lot better on Zoom or at least
equally good. No. Yes, so there were creative ways you just chose.
[10:40]
For an example, you can show the instrument. This is how you do it. These are new. It's not like
pressing a button personally at the machine. So there you go. So the outcome is different, but the
implementation part went really well.
TW:

You brought up Zoom as one of those tools that we adapted as we transitioned from Webex to
Zoom over the summer and into the fall of 2020. I'm curious, did most of your faculty and staff
start to work remotely soon after it was decided to close –

JK:

Yes.

TW:

– the face-to-face campus?

JK:

Yeah.

TW:

And what were the tools, the technology, furniture, Internet connectivity, all the things that I
know the library faculty and staff had to contend with, as a manager of the library team, what was
that like for you and your department heads?

JK:

Same thing. You know, it's no different. Of course, Webex, and then it was not very friendly.
We moved to Zoom. It was being stole [speaking-unclear] that we need to get the license and
move to Zoom as quickly as possible. People do enjoy Zoom and its capabilities. That's what we
did. And so that went. And, of course, we sent everybody home, and we are a skeleton star one,
max two to [speaking-unclear] them come back to office. Even those two individuals was
[speaking-unclear] rotation. And, you know, the same impression in the dean's office. I only had
two or three people. And then we had a roster who was coming when and do not have more than
two or three people at any given time on campus. And then, of course, the usual thing about the
glass or the plastic barriers and things like that, they were put in place, and we discourage people
coming.

[12:32]
And then computer labs we made very quickly remote access so they can use sophisticated
software directly from home. And so we made a number of changes within the guidelines that
came from central through the – whatever the COVID Stabilization Committee, you know, we
took that and then we made – you know, made some common-sense adjustments, and then we did
what needs to happen. Yeah. So, you know, all those things, you know, went really wall. Got
the equipment, you know, accessories and, you know, other site [speaking-unclear] related, you
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know, things. You know, they bought those things. We went out of our way. We didn't care
about the money. We just bought it when it's needed. So we had to do certain things, you know,
above and beyond. We had to put our brains also when we get the guidelines that we put our
brains and then try to improve on it and do the best.
TW:

Did the College of Engineering apply for any of the COVID CARES money that Dave Kelly had
sent out –

JK:

Yes.

TW:

– for proposals –

JK:

We –

TW:

And did you receive the funding?

JK:

Yeah. Yeah. We applied, and we got free equipment and other accessories that we need to take
care of our people, and we got COVID-related, you know, laptop support and things like that so
that we can give it to select [speaking-unclear] staff to take this home. And then down the road I
think the second money we used to take care of people who were affected, could not come to
work or got sick, student support, and things like that. Yeah, so a number of ways that helped.
But bulk of that money – I think I would say about 70% of that money my understanding it's
scholarship – not scholarships, for economically oppressed students.

[14:34]
TW:

Yeah. I was talking to Janice from, you know, International Studies, so the Office of
International Studies and – Global Engagement, rather – Wednesday. And she had talked about
the study abroad program, the international students, international scholars, the Fulbright.

JK:

Yeah.

TW:

Was the College of Education impacted by any of the COVID restrictions on travel during the
pandemic?

JK:

Yes. I mean, we don't do so much on international sort of a study abroad and those kind of
activities. We don't necessarily participate in those things. We don't have active programs like
the business school or other colleges, but we are affected because, for an example, our faculty
travel internationally for conference, they were affected. And we had a big [speaking-unclear]. I
just came back from China and Taiwan with two or three other people in the college on a
recruiting and collaborating missions. And we came back in October or November when this –
And my idea was to send back a group of faculty members, class department heads sometime in –
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soon after the 2020 comments went to China, that they all got, you know, sort of very badly
affected, and we still couldn't recover from some of these collaborative events that we want to do
in China, Korea, and other places. And because still China is affected by that and so are other
countries. So those I think were directly impacted because of COVID. But different tasks,
different purposes, but the overall thing, yes, international travel plus domestic travel, not to
mention, was affected. Probably 80% of our travel are domestic.
[16:35]
TW:

So another decision in June of 2020 was that the students were going to return to campus in the
fall semester of 2020. And I know I talked to Robert Wagner about how they were going to kind
of work on tracking for possible outbreaks in the classroom, seating charts, and the – basically the
hybrid approach, where you might be attending the class in person one day of the week and the
other two you would be observing through Zoom. I'm wondering if the College of Education had
to make some of those adjustments as well in offering the courses in the fall semester of 2020.

JK:

We made the adjustments. I don't know – I mean, I know our faculty did everything that was
asked by central. I don't know the details as far as I'm sitting here. I didn't hear a whole lot of
complaints about it, so I'm assuming they implemented it and things went smooth.

TW:

So in that first full academic year of COVID – so we're talking fall 2020, spring of 2021 – what
were the kinds of topics and action items that were coming out of president exec meetings that
were related directly to COVID, either the response to the impact of COVID at Utah State?

JK:

I mean, basically, all meetings that we attended during that I would say a good part of one and a
half years out of the two years were – at least the first year definitely – 80-90% the work was
rotating around question because of that chaos uncertainty and all those would generate more
questions, because sometimes faculty would ask questions, sometimes staff would ask. So they
go back to the exec or the Deans Council.

[18:35]
So by and large, a lot of the questions were, you know, about COVID than doing actually
anything innovating or creative or anything like that. So, yes, bottom line is you name it, all the
meetings are related to COVID.
TW:

We've talked about the faculty and some of the students. How do you feel the students did? Was
there a lot of feedback from the students, especially that first year when there was a lot more
restrictions, mask mandates, plexiglass –

JK:

Yeah.
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TW:

– cleaning supplies, social distancing, you know.

JK:

Yeah. I mean, unfortunately, very little engagement or interaction with students during that
whole first one to one and a half years. They were isolated as a body in their classrooms – I
mean, not classrooms – Zoom classrooms and home. We were kind of isolated in our own thing.
Very little engagement. Very little activity. We just moved like zombies, trying to do the
minimum. Let's put it that way. Unfortunately, that's the situation.

TW:

I know in the second year the state legislature mandated – made some mandates of all the
universities around the state of Utah about having somewhere between 75-80% of the classes that
they had offered in the fall semester –

JK:

Face-to-face.

TW:

– 2019 would need to be face-to-face.

JK:

Yeah.

TW:

How did the College of Engineering manage that?

[20:18]
JK:

We did okay. There was few people who actually protested about asking to do that, and then we
tried to work with that percent. Very small, but the number of people who – that who did not
want to do that was small. But, nevertheless, that became a big issue with few people. And that –
I mean, you know, sort of that was a concern to me, but I think finally they overcame, that there
was some very vocal people who decided to take things into their own hands and, you know,
behind our backs, you know, went to Zoom or something like that, and they tried to work. And
so, yes, that was a problem. Let's put it that way. That second year, fall was not that great.
People thought that, you know, it was too premature to go to face-to-face just because we had a
vaccine.

TW:

So the reaction of some of the faculty was they challenged the whole mandates that the state –

JK:

Challenge the whole thing about mandate the other way around. Why do we have to do class in
person, et cetera.

TW:

So this is an interesting question to insert here. But from your perspective, Jagath, how would
you say year one of the pandemic versus year two of the pandemic and your experiences as dean
of the College of Engineering, how did it fair? Was there certain challenges that we adjusted to
right away, or were there still things that we were struggling with even after we tried to confront
them?
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[22:15]
JK:

Can you repeat your question?

TW:

So were there any challenges in either the first year versus the second year of the pandemic where
you felt that the university wasn't up for meeting that challenge or still struggled at the end of
whatever time they tried to address it head-on?

JK:

Address the COVID-related issues? Yeah, I think there were, obviously, by the time we hit the
second year, there were two schools of thought, you know. One group said, you know, we can
move on like this. We have a vaccine, and that should be enough, and let's get back to normal;
right? Then there were other – There was another group that said we are very conservative. We
are too scared to go. We don't know how effective the vaccines are, so we still have to be careful.
There were two extreme groups, let's put it that way. So that navigating between those two were
problems. And, I mean, now we can – looking back we can always say, well, now we had to
move on, consider it to be a cold and, et cetera, because we have plenty of evidence now to say
the situation is not that bad. The vaccine got a good handle on it, et cetera, et cetera. But at that
time, when things were just coming out, vaccines and all these other drugs, not so readily
available as well. And the group that thinks that my health is more important, I can't tell them
they are wrong because, you know, it is what it is.

[24:01]
So, actually in a way, the second year was a lot more difficult – somewhat more difficult than the
first year because the dilemma here we have a vaccine and some are not taking. You can't ask
them. And then, you know, we can't encourage them to take, and then you still have certain
mandates from face-to-face. So it was a – you know, it's a different way – different type of
confusion. And, also, kind of warring factions [laughs].
TW:

So, also, I know you're correct, we went from an R2 to an R1 status at Utah State University. I'm
curious if any of the faculty in the College of Engineering in their research was deeply impacted
by COVID –

JK:

Oh, yeah.

TW:

– not only delayed it, but possibly –

JK:

Yeah. Very much impacted. There is absolutely now, it's a nonreversible impact the way best
described, because what you lost ground, what you lost in time, there were certain good things
that happen. People managed to write a lot of proposals because they are at home, but lack of
collaboration, lack of talking to people, lack of travel, that then – that's a permanent damage.
People lost time. People lost – People who just came to town as young junior assistant
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professors, the problem – Like the second year to understand, you know, the buildings of the
university or the people, definitely it's an impact. No question about it.
TW:

In some cases, did the deans' office extend their tenure timeline by a year?

[25:52]
JK:

We did. We did. It was a choice they can always – We ask them, you know, it's a voluntary
thing. If you ask, we'll give it to you.

TW:

So, Jagath – And you've mentioned it so many different ways. But the pandemic was a catalyst
for change. And some of that change I think a lot of the people that we've been interviewing
would say will become permanent change, and some of it may cease, and we may go back to the
way it was before COVID. Can you name some of the changes that maybe the College of
Engineering, your faculty, your staff, yourself due to the COVID pandemic made that will
become permanent change and maybe some that will return to normal before pre-COVID times?

JK:

I mean, with this we learned that while online education is not for everybody, there are some
merits in online education. Wherever possible, where we can gain an efficiency in both time and
cost efficiency, we ought to do business online. And that's something we realized. Of course, it
all depends on the nature of the work. So that's something we learned. And people actually
devoted time to learn about online interaction, let's put it that way, rather than saying teaching.
Online interaction, sometimes having meetings online for obvious things, nothing, you know –
something that needs to, you know, spend hours and hours cracking your brain, I mean, those
things can be done over Zoom very efficiently. So that's something that a lot of people
understood that it is fine to do it.

[27:49]
But at the same time, people – When people were affected by COVID, lack of travel, lack of not
being [speaking-unclear] also realized the importance of people-to-people communication. I
think it became a lot more clear to us. And, also, we realized we need to be ready for these things
in the future. With the kind of advances we have with technology or our food, our health, and
other things, on one side they all look great, but on the other side, we can open windows for the
next pandemic.
And so we had a thorough understanding how the next pandemic is going to look like, how we
are going to get better prepared for this thing. Value of science – Everybody realized value of
science, research, especially the vaccines, and things like that that brought to the people – Even
people who never thought research is important [speaking-unclear]. They realize – Average
person in the street realized the value of these things.
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When the vaccines in the U.S. – I mean, let's look at U.S. U.S. did a terrible job in the first nine
months. Okay? We couldn't have a testing regime. We couldn't find testing regimes or we
couldn't find testing kits; whereas, countries like Korea and China was, like, you know, like,
7-Eleven kind a drive-in. You can get your test done. And it's shameful.
But if you look at the second half of it, with the science and research that we did, U.S. was
unbeatable. Nobody can come anywhere close to. We demonstrated. We turned the wave line
almost 180 degrees and showed the world in science and research we still dominate.
[29:50]
Absolutely no question about it. What's happening to China, Shanghai with 25 million people
still in a lockdown? What happened to the Chinese vaccines? What happened to the Russian
vaccines? Why are [speaking-unclear]? The whole world is looking up to. What happened to
AstraZeneca? That's not a name even be talked any longer. Remember? That was the poster
child of vaccine coming from – what? – Cambridge and AstraZeneca. And nobody is talking
about it any longer. So we beat them to a pulp in terms of science and research. So we showed
the world if you invest in science and research, good things can happen.
So there are good, the bad, and the ugly of the pandemic. I think the lifelong learning we got
from this is very important. Being prepared for the next pandemic. Technology doesn't solve all
the problems. We are also at the same time opening windows and doors for the next pandemic,
but at the same time putting our time, effort, money on, you know, research and science is going
to be helpful. This is where, you know, we can save the world. So those are important things we
can be proud of. As much as half a – more than 700,000 people died, it's shameful, but we
learned from our mistakes, and at the end of the day science and research saved the world.
[31:28]
TW:

So as a USU academic administrator, what are the biggest lessons learned, both professionally or
personally, that you take away from the pandemic?

JK:

You know, we have a complicated clientele, unlike other businesses. We deal with students.
Okay? So when a pandemic like this hits us, we have to be lot more creative in handling these
situations. We are talking about 18-, 19-, 20-year-olds who are still struggling to get a footing in
their [speaking-unclear] education and things like that. How do you cater for their needs and give
them the best education possible? It's not like running a company with bunch of 30-, 40-,
50-year-old people who are mature and things like that who understand the world a lot more
better.
So our clientele is very complicated; and, therefore, we need to be having not only the ways and
methods of handling these situations, whether it is Zoom or online or whatever it is, but having
these resources available. When we have the next – hopefully not the next pandemic, but one
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next difficult situation, we need to have. And, also, I think we have a pipeline here. We have a
pipeline of students coming from K-12. When these students K-12 students are affected by a
pandemic of this nature, their knowledge, their maturity becomes very limited. They are not even
ready to come to college after two years of Zooming and online classes and things of that nature.
[33:28]
How do we handle that gap that was created by this? And then we get them to come to college,
and the faculty are suffering because they are not ready. So I think that's a bigger conversation
that we need to have. In these situations, how do we handle the damage? You cannot prevent the
damage. You can minimize it.
So I think those are things that we learn. And, you know, having our facilities, our readiness – I
think the keyword is "readiness" – is important. Readiness can be in terms of facilities. It can be
money in hand and our network of people that we work with, having them ready to address the
next pandemic I think it's going to be very important.
Now, when we did wastewater testing, it was a biological engineer who did that, as you know.
TW:

Dr. Keith Roper.

JK:

Keith Roper. So having those people, having those instrumentation, facilities readily available.
Supporting what they are doing at the sustainable level, you know, maintenance manner, but
completely go up and say, oh, COVID is gone. Let's not do it anymore. No. Support them
whenever possible. We need – Certain things it doesn't appear that's important. So I think the
keyword there is we need to have our readiness in place. I think that's the most important.

[35:13]
TW:

So is there anything else you'd like to add about your experiences with the COVID pandemic at
Utah State University?

JK:

Oh, it's a life-changing moment for everybody, absolutely no question about it. For people
personally. When I say "personally," there are people – you know, 700,000 people in this country
lost their lives. Unfortunately, some of these things could have been prevented, you know, if
people listened to, you know, people who are knowledgeable about these things.
The problem that I see in this – is beyond USU or this thing. You know, I wish we as a society
came out of it a lot more united, lot more understanding, lot more caring. Unfortunately, this was
– became – It fragmented the society. Society became more divisive and, you know, not – You
know, it just – Still to this day, I can't understand how a pandemic can be a political issue
[laughs]. Let's put it that way. Not in my lifetime or if somebody can explain that [laughs] to me,
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I am sure that's a million-dollar question to me [laughs]. There you go. That's my personal
perspective of the whole thing.
TW:

Well, Dr. Kaluarachchi, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your
experiences during the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

JK:

Yeah. Sounds good. Thank you, Todd. Appreciate your time.

[End recording – 37:14]
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